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Singletary: The Early Baseball Career of Al Lopez

THE EARLY BASEBALL CAREER OF AL LOPEZ
by Wes Singletary
In the fall of 1924, a barnstorming team of big league baseball players came through Tampa,
Florida, on an exhibition tour, planning to play either intra-squad games or local amateur teams.
When they arrived in Tampa, they felt that it might be a good idea to get one of the local Latin
youths to play with them in the hope that it would aid the expected turnout of Latin fans from
nearby Ybor City. The young man selected to play with this team of major-league veterans was a
modestly built, sixteen-year-old catcher named Alfonso Ramon Lopez.1
Upon being asked to catch, the equally thrilled and scared Lopez inquired who would be
pitching. "Walter Johnson," they replied. "Do you think you can catch him?" In response the
young Lopez answered that he did not know but that he would try. Walter Johnson, considered
by many to be the fastest and possibly the greatest pitcher ever to play the game, could be a
challenge to the most veteran receiver much less to a high school catcher. The game was
advertised as Walter Johnson pitching and A1 Lopez catching. The fact that a sixteen year old
received equal billing with the great Walter Johnson gives some indication of the players’ desire
to attract a good crowd.2
Before the game began, Johnson took the understandably nervous Lopez aside and instructed
him not to call for too many curve balls. Lopez responded, "Mr. Johnson, you throw whatever
you want to; I’ll put down the sign and if you don’t want it then shake it off." Johnson advised
Lopez that he would only let it all out against a couple of hitters that had traditionally given him
a hard time, Ike Boone and Jack Fornier. That settled, the game commenced, and Lopez, not
surprising those who knew him, "caught Johnson good.”3 After the contest Johnson, the "Big
Train," told a listener, "That boy did real well back there; handled himself fine."4
Al Lopez was just beginning to handle himself in a manner others perceived as fine. By the time
this Tampa native and son of Spanish immigrants finished with baseball, he had enjoyed a
lengthy and distinguished career as a player and manager and won election to the Baseball Hall
of Fame.
During his major league playing career of eighteen years in the National League and one in the
American, he was on a first division club nine times, yet most of those teams finished no better
than fourth. The 1944 Pittsburgh Pirates gave him his highest finish, placing second that year.
His teams were always struggling because they rarely had good pitching depth and never seemed
to have the means to get any. Chances were, if a deal had to be made to obtain a pitcher, Lopez
would be the player traded. Durability typified his playing days, and he established a then record
for most games caught in a career at 1,918, a mark that held up for many years.5
As a manager, he led teams that finished first or second in eleven of his sixteen seasons. Beloved
and appreciated by most players, Al Lopez always managed by the rule that if the players
respected him he would respect them.6 His 1954 Cleveland Indians team won the American
League pennant with a record 111 victories, which continues to stand today. In 1959 Lopez led
an unheralded and seemingly under-talented Chicago White Sox club to his second American
League crown. These were the only two teams in sixteen years to overtake the powerful New
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Al Lopez played on the high school baseball team at Tampa’s Sacred Heart (today’s Jesuit High
School). He is in the second row, third from the right.

York Yankees for the American League championship.7 Clearly, Al Lopez compiled an
impressive big league record and like most major leaguers, he had honed his skills in the minor
leagues.
Lopez began his career with the Tampa Smokers, the local professional team. While still a
teenager and through his play in Tampa’s municipal leagues, Lopez had attracted the attention of
a sportswriter named "Montoto," who worked for La Traduccíon, an Ybor City,
Spanish-language newspaper, and who encouraged the sixteen-year-old catcher to try out with
the Tampa Smokers. Lopez, who at the time was working as a delivery boy for an Italian bakery
owned by Angelo Ferlita, was eager for the chance.8 The Smokers were just beginning to
organize their Class D, Florida State League team for the 1925 season and were in the market for
promising young talent. The 1924 season had ended with the financially strapped Florida State
League disbanding, and people in the community hoped to rebuild the franchise and the league.
The games were to be played at Plant Field near the University of Tampa.
An independent, partially subsidized minor league club, the Smokers were taken over by Dr. H.
E. Opre who it was thought had made some money in real estate.9 Opre took control of the
Smokers from an ownership group known as the Tampa Athletic Association, which had initially
organized the team for 1925. When told by these investors that the Smokers would certainly go
under without financial support, Dr. Opre’s civic pride was aroused, and he decided to step in,
seeing the team through the season, and if possible, to bring a pennant to Tampa.10
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The staff of La Traduccíon, one of Ybor City’s Spanish-language newspapers. Photograph
courtesy of Florida State Archives.

Initially, Dr. Opre had to pay a large number of obligations before the club could be placed in
good standing, and this he did from his own pocket. Even though Dr. Opre anticipated heavy
operating expenses for the season, he hoped that the Tampa fans would turn out in larger
numbers than ever before, thereby easing the costs involved.11
If the financial backbone of the Smokers was Dr. Opre, then its driving force was "Doc" Nance,
who "was the guy that formed the team and ran the whole club," according to Lopez.12 Ably
assisted by Ray Parmely, Montoto and other local newspaper men, Nance got busy and
eventually rounded up more than seventy-five men to try-out for the available roster positions.
Of those first players selected, only Nance and Allen remained at the end of the season.13
Montoto gave Lopez a note and told him to go see Doc Nance. Nance frequented a pool room
called the "Horseshoe" which was located on Franklin Street close to the corner of Twiggs. The
Horseshoe was often used as a center for bookmaking on horse races and ballgames. When
Lopez arrived at the pool hall, he had to wait outside because he was still a minor. Nance, who
was in the back and expecting Lopez, came out to meet the young prospect, and Lopez handed
him the note from Montoto. Upon reading the note, Nance asked, "How much money do you
want to play?" Lopez replied, "I don’t know anything about money or contracts or anything like
this." Nance responded, "How does $150 a month sound to you?" Exasperated, the young catcher
quickly accepted. Lopez then quit both Sacred Heart High School (now Jesuit High School) and
his job at Ferlita’s bakery to sign a minor league baseball contract.14 Today Lopez recalls that he
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felt like he was stealing by being paid to play ball. (Years later, an ironic twist to this story
developed when Doc Nance became the grounds keeper at A1 Lopez Field in Tampa.15)
As Al’s parents, Modesto and Faustina Lopez, were only moderately well off and had little hope
of Al attending college or even progressing further in high school, they did not object to his
playing baseball for a living. However, they did tell him that if he did not make it in baseball, he
would have to get a job. With the threat of a possible cigar factory career looming over his horizon, A1 Lopez set out to perform the only job that he ever wanted - to be a professional baseball
player.16
John Bowman and Joel Zoss, authors of Diamonds in the Rough: the Untold History of Baseball,
quote baseball historian Steven Reiss’s belief that the game was more successful in helping to
socialize and integrate Americans during the 1920s than ever before.17 While today
Hispanic-Americans seem "omnipresent and indispensable" on baseball teams throughout the
United States, it was not always so.18 Who, then, were the first Latin ballplayers? Upon the
establishment of the first professional baseball league in 1871, the National Association of
Professional Baseball Players, Cuban-born Esteban Bellan was listed as a player for the Troy
(New York) Haymakers. Bellan proved to be well ahead of his times.19
The first legitimate Latin-American baseball star was the pitcher Adolfo "Dolf " Luque. Known
as the "Pride of Havana," Luque, a smart and crafty hurler, joined the Boston Braves in 1914 and
began to earn a respectable 193179 record over a twenty-year career in the majors that saw him
pitch for several teams.20 Between Luque and the 1947 arrival of Jackie Robinson, another forty
or so Latins played in the major leagues. However, "the issue of who was Latin and who was
black and who was both or neither is extremely complicated." There were also scores of Latin
ballplayers floundering for years in the minors during this period, and no one can ever know how
many of them might well have deserved to have been brought up to the majors.21
In 1925, sixteen-year-old Al Lopez of the Tampa Smokers participated in this early entry of
Latin ballplayers into professional baseball. Although his parents were Spanish, Lopez grew up
in a Cuban-dominated community which has a passion for beisbal. The roots of this fascination
with a North American sport lay in Cuba, where baseball was introduced in the 1860s. Cubans
organized teams and leagues in the late nineteenth century, as "’baseball fever’ swept the county,"
according to one historian.22 Thus, Cuban immigrants were already fanatical baseball fans when
they arrived in Tampa, and Latins turned out in big numbers to watch the Tampa Smokers play.
The cigarmakers of Ybor City, arguably Tampa’s strongest baseball fans, were paid on "piece
time." Whatever amount of cigars they had produced by the time they left work is what they
were paid for. The Smokers’ games usually started at 3:15 p.m., so having made sure that their
wages for the day were earned by 2:30, cigarmakers could leave their factories and journey to
nearby Plant Field for the games.23
Tampa’s Latins were also prone to wager on the ball games although the Smokers were hardly
the only bet in town. Lopez remembers Tampa as "wide open" with regard to gambling. "Oh
yeah, they bet like hell! They loved to bet. At that time gambling in Tampa was wide open.
There were gambling houses with roulette wheels, dice, any kind of gambling you could ask
for.”24
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The Washington Senators training at Plant Field (next to the University of Tampa) in the 1920s.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Aside from Tampa, the Florida State League consisted of Class D teams from St. Petersburg,
Lakeland, Sarasota, Orlando, and Sanford. Travel to and from the different towns for the games
was made difficult by poor roads connecting the towns and the use of private cars. St. Petersburg
was the easiest route due to the recent construction of Gandy Bridge which spanned Tampa Bay
for the first time. As Lopez recalls, "before the bridge was built, we used to take Memorial
Highway and go up around Clearwater, Largo, in there, just to get to St. Pete. It was about sixty
miles and a terrible drive. Memorial Highway was just one-lane pavement. If another car was
coming from the other direction, you would have to slow down and give him half of the road.
When we went to Sanford it was another terrible trip. Tampa to Lakeland was a tough drive in
those days. You had to pass through Mango, Seffner, Kissimmee, and then into Orlando, the
other side of Lakeland, just to get there.”25
Once the ordeal of travel was behind them, the teams usually played in front of surprisingly large
crowds. "We'd have 1,000 to 1,500 people at the games, but the prices were cheap," Lopez later
emphasized. "They [the teams] were collecting $1,000 a game, probably a little more than that.
By the end of the year a team might get lucky and break even. If they broke even during the
season then they would profit if they sold one player.”26
Lopez was almost sold before he ever played an inning for the Smokers. During spring training
for the start of the 1925 season and shortly after signing to play for the Smokers, Lopez was
asked by the Washington Senators if he wanted a job as their batting practice catcher for spring
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Fans watching a baseball game in West Tampa in 1922.
Photograph courtesy of Florida State Archives.

training. Lopez was known to the Senators because of his having caught their star pitcher Walter
Johnson that off season in an exhibition game. Lopez explained that "in those days they [major
league teams] didn’t bring ten or eleven catchers to spring training like they do now. They would
only bring two or three. But, because they took hours of batting practice and also had a number
of pitchers to warm up, they would need some help. The manager that year was Bucky Harris
and they offered me expenses plus $45 a week if I would just catch batting practice. I thought
that was great because I would have done it for nothing. Just to put the Washington uniform on
was a great experience. The Senators would also carry me to the exhibition games with them so
that I could catch [pre-game] batting practice for them. I got to see great players then, guys like
Zach Wheat of Brooklyn. Wheat was a picture at the plate, hitting."27
During that spring, the catching and all-round hustle of Lopez caught the eye of a trainer for the
Senators named Mike Martin. He suggested to team owner Calvin Griffith that it might be a
good idea to purchase the contract of the young catcher, because "he loves to play ball and has
good potential." However, upon inquiring with the Smokers about buying the rights to Lopez,
the Washington trainer was shocked at the asking price of $10,000. The Senators responded that
he was an unproven kid and that they would pay $1,000. The Smokers refused the counter-offer,
and Al Lopez remained the property of the Tampa club.28
During that 1925 season with the Smokers, Al kept company with two other Spanish-speaking
players on the team. "One Cuban boy, Oscar Estrada, they brought him from Cuba, played the
outfield, pitched and played first-base. Good player. He was sold to the Boston Braves after the
season. The other fellow I luckily roomed with, named Caesar Alvarez. He was an old man,
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about thirty-two. He had been pitching quite a while. He spoke English, but, you know, English
like I did I guess (broken). Caesar had married a Spanish girl from Tampa and she had her family
here. While on the road, we would go out at night to eat or to a movie, because we played all day
games. Get up in the morning, have breakfast, then go over to the ballpark and play your
game."29
The Smokers played most of their away games in "Cracker towns" where fans would use
colorful expletives to bait and hopefully rile the opposing players, but it seems not to have
bothered Al Lopez. He simply states that whether the abuse was from the fans or the rival
players, it was all part of the game. "They do that all over in baseball. They want to get under
your skin. People would call me a ‘Cuban Nigger’ or something like that, and I’m not even
Cuban." In retrospect, on the topic of racial or ethnic prejudice in baseball, Lopez thinks that
maybe he was just too young to realize when it may have been directed at him. "I treated
everybody like I wanted to be treated. If a guy treated me badly then I just didn’t bother with
him. I never had this minority thing handicap me in anyway. I’m Spanish and proud of it."30 Al
points out that he would eventually play all of his minor league baseball in the South and
remembers that he was "treated royally" at every stop.31
On the topic of how he perceived the treatment afforded those first black players in organized
baseball, Lopez is frank and yet almost painfully blunt: "I think that the news media made more
of that than there actually was. Yes, there was some riding of the players. They rode me, not just
the black players; and the Anglo players as well and if you can’t stand the heat then get out.
Jackie Robinson weighed about 220 lbs, hell of an athlete. He was so strong, run, could do
everything, great athlete. You mean to say that somebody was going to pick on him? If it was
me, named Lopez, weighing 160 pounds, I could see it."32
When questioned regarding the off-field abuse that Jackie Robinson and the others endured,
including death threats and sub-standard living accommodations, Lopez was quick to state that
he knew little of that. His concern was on the field, and as such, he may have been blinded to
many of the indignities that black players suffered during those historic times. Evidencing just
such blindness, and in a statement somewhat devoid of compassion, Lopez opined that Larry
Doby (the first black player in the American League and one of Lopez’s players while managing
Cleveland) could have been a "Hall of Famer" if he had not played his entire career with the
pressure of being the first black in the American League and not always felt like he was fighting
everybody.33 This statement, in characteristic Lopez fashion, sought to emphasize the slant on
baseball, thereby keeping the issue of race between the chalked lines.
Perhaps it was because Lopez more easily fit into the overtly "Caucasian" world of organized
baseball that he failed to recognize the disparities in treatment afforded minorities of differing
skin tone. One has only to look at Al Lopez or at pictures of him during his playing days to note
that he did not display the stereotypical dark-complected physical traits associated with most
Latin people, particularly Cubans. It may be that the racial slurs never bothered Lopez precisely
because he never really considered himself a minority. "I never had this minority thing handicap
me in anyway," Lopez recently emphasized. "I'm Spanish and proud of it.”34 In apparent
disbelief, he recalled, "They used to call me a Cuban `Nigger.' I'm not even Cuban."35 Thus,
Cubans and blacks might be lumped as one in the same but not Spaniards and blacks nor even
Spaniards and Cubans, for in the Ybor City of Lopez's youth, the differences between the groups
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were obvious and respected. Al Lopez never felt like a minority because to his way of thinking
he had never been one.
In his first year of professional baseball, Lopez did not see much playing. Because the Smokers
were in a "good Class D" league, the sixteen year old found veteran minor league catcher Gene
"Old Folks" Hudgins playing in front of him. "Whenever ‘Old Folks’ was behind the plate,"
chimed the Tampa Tribune, "the pitcher in the box felt his confidence grow as he knew that he
had a backstop with years of experience behind him and who knew the finer points of the game
and just how to work a pitcher."36 Lopez clearly recalls, "That year I didn’t hardly catch until the
latter part of the season.... We played in the playoffs with St. Petersburg, and I had a good series
that year.”37 Yet, Who’s Who in Baseball, a statistical abstract of the game, does not indicate that
he played at all but merely lists him as one of the players on the roster.38 Who’s Who, however,
was clearly mistaken.
The Smokers, as with most minor league organizations, found their ballplayers throughout the
country and were by no means limited to players from the Tampa area. Lopez well remembers
the makeup of the squad.
They brought them from all over. In fact, my first year with the Smokers the team was supposed to have
two rookies that had never played pro ball, and they were allowed to have two "classmen" -ballplayers who
had played higher classification than "D" ball. So what happened was that we came up with some
ballplayers who had played within the junior leagues which was class "B," and they changed some of their
names to get them on our roster. One guy, Jimmy Snead, changed his name from Schneider to Snead, and
things like that, because they wanted to get away with playing. They wanted to have a good team, which
we did. We finally ended up with a good team but the league found out that we had too many classmen. We
had four on our roster instead of the [mandated] two. Two of the four were pitchers and so was the manager
(Jimmy Snead had taken over the managerial duties) and the catcher, Gene Hudgins. We finally ended up
keeping the two pitchers. The manager then changed his name to maintain eligibility and the catcher was
let go as a classman and that is when I got my break to start catching.39

Hudgins, however, with the approval of the St. Petersburg club, was brought back at the end of
the season for the playoffs.40 Had Lopez not played at all in 1925, as Who’s Who indicates, then
his "break" to begin catching could not have occurred.
Fortunately, the Tampa Tribune sets the record straight with its coverage of the 1925 Florida
State League pennant race. "Young Alfonso Lopez" was described as having ably filled the place
of catcher when Hudgins was released. "He came through not only in the regular season but
performed brilliantly in the series." Over the final two weeks of the season and league playoffs,
Lopez performed like a grizzled veteran and not the seventeen year old he had recently become.
He tore up the opposition by batting .388. (He hit .294 in the league championship.41) During this
two-week period the Smokers were locked in a pitched battle with the Lakeland Highlanders
over first place for the second half of the season and the right to face the St. Petersburg Saints,
the first half champions, in the league playoffs. With the heat of a stretch run, the Smokers,
strapped by having to play with the inexperienced Lopez behind the plate, began a nine game
home and home series with St. Petersburg, to be followed by a six game home and home series
against Lakeland.
In St. Petersburg, the Smokers took the first two games and advanced their league lead to two
and a half games over Lakeland. They then stretched the lead to three and a half by taming the
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Saints 10-2 in their final game of the season across the bay. Caesar Alvarez allowed just six hits
while going the distance for Tampa.42
When the two teams returned to Tampa, the Smokers opened it by edging St. Petersburg 1-0
behind the four-hit pitching of the Cuban, Oscar Estrada. Estrada, who during the season had
played as much in the outfield as on the mound, continued to show the form that would make
him a 1925 signee of the Boston Braves. (Estrada made it to the major leagues in 1929 with the
St. Louis Browns. His stint was, however, short lived as he pitched one inning of one game and
gave up a hit and a walk.) The following day, Tampa and St. Petersburg split their final
double-header, thereby giving Tampa a .710 to .662 lead over second-place Lakeland, going into
their final regular season match-up.43
The next week in Lakeland, the Highlanders got six-hit pitching from their ace, Watt Luther, and
came away with an unnerving 3-0 shutout. Twice the Smokers filled the bases only to have their
hot bats knotted by Luther’s "viciously breaking" curveball. But Tampa battled back the
following day as Al Lopez went three-for-three, leading a thirteen hit attack to beat Lakeland 6-4
and clinch the second half league title. This gave the Smokers the right to play arch-rival St.
Petersburg in the postseason.44
The next day, the Smokers won the coin toss, and it was announced that the playoffs would
commence in Tampa the following week. However, due to Centro Asturiano’s having already
reserved Plant Field to stage a bull fight, the championship opener shifted to St. Petersburg. 45
The playoffs began with Tampa edging the Saints 7-6 in a contest marked by "terrific slugging."
The two teams combined for twenty-three hits, eleven of which were for extra bases. In game
two, St. Petersburg, aided by two costly errors, tied the series at one each. The Saints’ ace,
Hewitt, was masterful in allowing just four hits over nine innings. Game three was much the
same, with St. Petersburg moving ahead for a two to one series advantage.46
Game four witnessed the Smokers’ bats rekindle for thirteen hits, and Tampa won the contest
9-6, tying the series at two even. Pitching marked the following day’s game as Caesar Alvarez
strode to the mound for Tampa while St. Petersburg countered with their ace, Hewitt. The stingy
Alvarez proved the better as he allowed only three "widely scattered" base hits during the nine
innings, and Tampa came away a 5-1 winner. During the contest the normally amicable Lopez
and the veteran Charlie Allen were thrown out of the game for arguing balls and strikes with the
umpire. After being called out on strikes to end an inning, Lopez, who was plainly disgusted,
confronted the umpire upon returning to take his place behind the plate. The entire Tampa team
then crowded around the umpire shouting in defense of Lopez, with Charlie Allen the most vocal
of the group. After a few minutes the umpire called for a policeman, and three answered his call.
These "minions" of the law then escorted the ejected Lopez and Allen from the field. In game six
Oscar Estrada had one bad inning, but it was enough to give St. Petersburg a 4-1 win and tie the
series once again.47
Locked at three games apiece, the two best teams in the Florida State League squared off in the
final and what turned out to be most exciting game of the season. The contest moved along
briskly until the seventh inning when, with the score tied at one run, Hewitt of St. Petersburg
grooved a fat one to Horace Hicks and the big Smoker ripped it down the first base line for a
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triple. Emerson Welk then followed with a triple of his own to leftfield, knocking in Hicks and
picking up the RBI. Bob Lee next blooped a single bringing Welk home. Those two runs proved
the difference as the Tampa Smokers secured a 3-1 victory, thereby clinching the 1925 Florida
State League championship and giving Tampa the trophy for the first time in five years.48
The next season saw Lopez work himself into the starting line-up. In 1926 he had an outstanding
average, batting .315 over a 116-game schedule. He also belted twelve triples and swiped a
career-high of eighteen stolen bases.49 During that season A1 also began to experience the
persona of celebrity status among his fellow Ybor City residents.
Lopez emerged as a folk hero for Tampa Latins. "Clearly he fostered a sense of pride among
Latins who vicariously shared his success," according to two historians of Ybor City. Lopez
himself did not notice any special attention at first. He recalls, "I was just one of the local guys
and I lived in the area. I played around the clubs, played dominoes with them. I never figured I
was a hero, but I guess that maybe I was." Tony Pizzo, a long-time resident of Ybor City and a
chronicler of Tampa’s ethnic history, recalled how groups would greet Lopez at the end of each
season and parade him down Seventh Avenue in Ybor City. "Al Lopez was a real hero to
everyone from Ybor City. It didn’t matter that you were Spanish, Italian or what, we all stuck
together.”50 When asked if the people of Ybor City looked to Lopez with any special pride,
Marcelo Maseda, a former professional baseball player and "Alcalde" or unofficial mayor of
Ybor City responded, "Oh yeah! Everybody was proud of him."51 The celebrity status reflects
the fact that Al Lopez was the first professional baseball player born and raised in Ybor City.
Following the 1926 season in Tampa, Lopez was drafted by the Jacksonville organization which
had the higher "B" classification. He explains, "If you're not sold you can only play two years in
one league, then you're subject to draft. So the Jacksonville team which had just started the year
before drafted me to come up to Jacksonville."52 At Jacksonville the catching durability that Al
Lopez would evidence throughout his career began to surface as he caught 128 games for the
team - an outstanding number for a minor league catcher. While his batting average dipped to
.276 from .315 at Tampa the year before, he improved his home-run production and continued to
hit "three baggers" with ten for the season.53
Once again in Jacksonville, as he had while working briefly with the Washington Senators, A1
Lopez began to attract the attention of major league scouts. Although the scouts did not initially
come to see him play, they did observe enough of his talents to be impressed, as Lopez later
recalled.
At Jacksonville, we had a pitcher by the name of Ben Cantwell. Cantwell was having a great year. A record
of 25-5 or close to it by the early part of July. He would have won 40 games had he pitched all year. All the
big league scouts at that time would come out to see him. In those days each team had only a few scouts
and they would send those scouts into wherever a ballplayer was hot. Every time we played we must have
had 6-8 scouts in the stands watching. Especially when Cantwell was pitching. For some reason or another,
the Brooklyn scout, fellow by the name of Net Brook, took a liking to me. He notified the front office about
me and said that he liked the catcher better than the pitcher. They told him if he liked the catcher to go
ahead and buy him. So they made a deal for me for $10,000 and I was sold to the Brooklyn Dodgers.

Lopez also remembers the deal with Brooklyn as one of his first exposures to the realities of
baseball finance. "At the time they only gave the Jacksonville guy $1,000 down and the rest
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Al Lopez Park, located on Himes Avenue north of Tampa Stadium, honors the local
Hall-of-Famer.

would follow if they kept me. The Jacksonville guy told me that he would let me have a tenth of
it if I made good. I said that's fine. I never did get anything.”54
Lopez certainly intended to make good and started to prove it the following year at Macon,
Georgia, in the South-Atlantic or "Sally" league. Only eighteen years old and just two years
away from home, Lopez proved that he was in baseball to stay with an outstanding season which
included a .326 batting average over 114 games caught. His most impressive statistic, however,
was his sudden power display of fourteen home runs. Never again in his minor or major league
career would Lopez hit that many home runs in a single season.55
Whether it was the improvement in home-run production or simply his continued outstanding
catching, Lopez was called up to the majors by the Brooklyn Dodgers for the last two and a half
weeks of the 1928 season. Coming from Tampa and having played only in the small southern
towns of Tampa, Jacksonville, and Macon, Lopez was "amazed" when he arrived in Brooklyn.
I got off at the station and luckily I ran into two guys that belonged to Brooklyn and had just been called up
from Atlanta at the same time as I was [from Macon]. It was lucky for me because I was only eighteen
years old and we took the subway. One of them had been there before; we took the subway and rode
underneath the river, and up at the Brooklyn side of the island we got off. It was the first station we came to
and by God there was a hotel right on top of the station, quite an experience. I thought that was amazing.56

Less than amazing was his performance at Brooklyn in the closing weeks of the 1928 season.
Lopez played in three games and came to the plate twelve times, but his hot Georgia bat seems to
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have stayed in the South as he "wore the collar," going hitless in all twelve plate appearances.
Lopez remembers that he didn’t play much initially.
I sat around on the bench the final few weeks, not doing anything until the last weekend of the season. We
were playing the Pirates and all of a sudden Wilbert Robinson put me in to catch. I found out later that the
reason I caught was because Burleigh Grimes, the last of the great spitball pitchers, was facing us that day
and none of the other catchers liked to hit against him; Burleigh was kind of mean. I caught that day and
went 0 for 4. The next day we had a double header and ’Robbie’ [Wilbert Robinson] let me catch both ends.
This is when the Pirates had Pie Traynor and Glenn Wright on the left side of their infield. Well, I was
strictly a pull hitter and I hit some good hard shots to the left side. I’d take off for first figuring I had myself
a hit, but each time, to my astonishment, I saw that peg zinging into the first baseman’s glove. I knew, I just
knew, that at Macon those would have been hits. It was practically impossible to hit a ball past Traynor and
Wright. I was 0 for 8 in that doubleheader and went home that fall wondering what a fellow had to do to get
a base hit in the big leagues.57

Considering his age and relative inexperience, Lopez had accomplished something simply being
at the plate in a big league uniform. To that point in major league history, only twelve men from
the state of Florida could make the same claim. The distinction of having been the first major
league baseball player from the State of Florida goes to Ralph McLaurin of Kissimmee, who
debuted with the St. Louis Cardinals in 1908. McLaurin was in the majors just long enough for
the proverbial "glass of water," as he went 5 for 22 at the plate over eight games and was never
heard from again. The 1908 season was not a stellar year for the Cardinals either as they finished
in the cellar with a 49 and 105 record. The poor season may have been the only reason that
Mclaurin made it to the majors at all. Between McLaurin and A1 Lopez there were eleven other
"Florida boys" who made it to the "show." Of these only Lance Richbourg of DeFuniak Springs
and Johnny Burnett of Bartow saw any significant playing time. Richbourg debuted with the
Boston Braves in 1921 and played until 1932. His best season was in 1928 when as an outfielder
for the Braves he batted an outstanding .337 in 612 at bats. Richbourg was a lifetime .308 hitter.
Johnny Burnett batted .284 over his nine seasons in the major leagues.58
Based upon his improvement during the 1928 season in the minors, Al Lopez was promoted to
the AA Southern League Atlanta "Crackers" for the 1929 year. If the Brooklyn organization had
any doubt that A1 Lopez was a top prospect, it was dispelled at Atlanta. He ripped Southern
League pitching- hitting .327 over 490 at bats. Lopez also banged ten home runs, nine triples,
and twenty-one doubles while knocking in eighty-five runs.59 For this powerful minor league
season, Lopez was paid the hefty sum of $575 a month.60
Al Lopez fondly remembers his years in the minor leagues. While there are many horror stories
in baseball folklore about beating the bush and life on the bus, Lopez frankly believes that
players during his period had it easier.
When you’re young and all, you think that it’s fun but actually you look back and... [maybe it wasn’t.] The
minor leagues, after I left them, got pretty tough traveling because they travel in buses. I was very fortunate
because in Tampa we traveled by private car but when I went to Jacksonville we traveled by train most of
the time. It was great, then I went to the South-Atlantic League with Macon and that was train. Atlanta
traveled by train also. That was great compared to like they do now. They go now and play night games all
the time. We used to play all day games because there was no lights. Played all day games at three o’clock.
Now they play a night game, they’re on the bus and down the road again. Or maybe a doubleheader
finishing with a nightcap and then jump and maybe go 400 miles on a bus. Oh yeah, I was very lucky.61
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Al Lopez playing for the Brooklyn Dodgers (c. 1931).
Photograph courtesy of the National Baseball Library, Cooperstown, New York.
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In addition to luck, Lopez possessed the necessary skills to advance into the major leagues. After
catching roughly 500 games in the minor leagues and only four years away from his debut with
the Tampa Smokers, Al Lopez looked forward in 1930 to joining Wilbert Robinson and his
"Daffiness Boys" in Brooklyn as a member of the major leagues on a full-time basis.
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